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Introduction 
 
“Hurricane” is a song released as a single by Bob Dylan in 1975 (Margotin & Guesdon 437), but 
later as the opening song on Dylan’s 1976 album Desire, even though it was the last to be 
recorded (Margotin & Guesdon 436). The song was co-written by Dylan and Jacques Levy, who 
has helped write many Dylan songs. The song shows the story of a middle-aged African 
American man who made his living by being one of the best middleweight boxers in the game at 
the time. The boxer’s name was Rubin “Hurricane” Carter and his career took a hard-left turn on 
the night of June 17, 1966, when three people were murdered and multiple people injured at 
Lafayette Grill in Paterson, New Jersey. Although he claims that he was nowhere near and had 
no connections to those murders he was labeled as the prime suspect because of his skin and car 
color. All the evidence pointed to Carter, including the car he was driving matched the 
description of the murderer’s car, two shells found in that car that match the caliber but not the 
size of the murderer’s, and he had no alibi (Heylin 75). There were only three witnesses, Patricia 
Valentine who heard the shots from upstairs and ran downstairs to see two black men run-out, 
Alfred Bello who was robbing a warehouse nearby saw the black men get into the car, and a 
victim of the shooting William Marins who lost one of his eyes in the attack but was still deemed 
able to identify the murderers at first (Heylin 74). All signs pointed to Carter, but he claims he 
didn’t do it, so while he was serving triple life sentences, he wrote a book explaining his side of 
the story. 
 
The book was called The Sixteenth Round, in the book Carter describes his life and the case, but 
he describes it his own way. Due to the various instances of faulty evidence and misinformation 
in the case, Carter claims that he was being set-up for racial reasons, “While questioning one 
eyed man about who the shooter was he says no to Rubin, but the cop says, “But sir!” they said 
urgently. “Are you sure these are not the men?” Then I saw it coming. Everything suddenly fell 
into place … to this critically injured man teetering there on the brink of death, all the black 
people would look the same, especially those the cops had brought in” (Carter 2). Once Dylan 
read Carter’s book he was instantly hooked and made it a personal goal to do whatever he could 
for Carter. Dylan said, “The first time I saw [Carter], I left knowing one thing … I realized that 
that man’s philosophy and my philosophy were running down the same road, and you don’t meet 
too many people like that” (Margotin & Guesdon 436). So, Dylan wrote the song (that might 
have even more falsities than the case itself), preformed it at every show in the Rolling Thunder 
Review, and put on two charity shows for Carter, one which featured Muhammed Ali calling the 
incarcerated boxer on stage (Margotin & Guesdon 437).  Dylan even included the song in a long 
sequence in the film he had been making over the course of the tour called Renaldo and Clara 
(1978) (Heylin 79). It seemed like Dylan was back in his old ways, making protest songs and 
fighting for a cause, but it all ended in 1976 when Carter beat Carolyn Kelley, a woman fighting 
for his freedom. After that incident Dylan left the cause for Carter’s freedom, he stopped playing 
the song and failed to show up to his trial (Deal). Carter was tried twice and found guilty twice, 
but eventually his conviction was overturned due to it being based on racial reasons, he was let 
go although never found “not guilty” (Corbett). To this day Dylan has not played “Hurricane” for 
reasons unknown, but it is fair to assume that he believes that he jumped the gun in believing this 
man was innocent. 
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Some people around Dylan did not believe Carter, including fellow Rolling Thunder Review 
member Joni Mitchel. Michel said, “I talked to Hurricane on the phone several times and I was 
[seemingly] alone in perceiving that he was a violent person and an opportunist. I thought . . . 
‘This is a bad person. He’s fakin’ it” (Heylin 79). To this day Carter’s innocence has remained a 
mystery, but what does not remain a mystery is the songs impact. Paul Willaims, author of Bob 
Dylan. Performing Artist: 1974-1986: The Middle Years, has said many great things about the 
song including, “Of all the Levy/Dylan story songs, only “Isis” and “Hurricane” are stories that 
matter enough to Dylan to pull greatness out of him and his co-lyricist” (45) and within 
“‘Hurricane’ the performance is an expression of love for life, love for freedom, and love for 
justice” (49). Willaims is not the only person to hold this song in such high regard, Dylan did as 
well, saying “I wrote that song because it was tops in my mind, it had priority. There’s an 
injustice that has been done and… that fact is that it can happen to anybody. We have to be 
confronted with it” (Williams 47). The original song had even more misinformation, so much so 
that CBS ordered Dylan to change the lyrics. Dylan reworked the whole song and had to create a 
separate recording date on October 24th, 1975, where it took eleven more takes to get the right 
sound (Margotin & Guesdon 436). Dylan then preformed the song for the first time on October 
30th, 1975. The song then went on to chart at 33 in America, not bad for Dylan’s return to protest 
songs (Margotin & Guesdon 437). Those new eleven takes produced a song good enough for 
Paul Williams to call it a “cornerstone of Dylan’s work, and holds a vital message (48). 
“Hurricane” might not be the most correct song, but it still holds an important message that is as 
alive today as it was back then. The legendary status of this song will never die for the reasons of 
its important message and the vengeful feeling that the listener gets while listening to it. Even if 
Dylan will never preform it again the song remains one his most impactful songs. 
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“Hurricane” 
Written by Bob Dylan and Jacques Levy 
 
Pistol shots ring out in the barroom night1 
Enter Patty Valentine from the upper hall 
She sees the bartender in a pool of blood 
Cries out, “My God, they killed them all!”2 
Here comes the story of the Hurricane 
The man the authorities came to blame 
For somethin’ that he never done3 
Put in a prison cell, but one time he could-a been 
The champion of the world4 
 
Three bodies lyin’ there does Patty see 
And another man named Bello, movin’ around mysteriously 
“I didn’t do it,” he says, and he throws up his hands 
“I was only robbin’ the register, I hope you understand5 
I saw them leavin’,” he says, and he stops 
“One of us had better call up the cops” 
And so Patty calls the cops 
And they arrive on the scene with their red lights flashin’ 
In the hot New Jersey night 
 
Meanwhile, far away in another part of town 
Rubin Carter and a couple of friends are drivin’ around6 
Number one contender for the middleweight crown7 
                                                     
1 The beginning, and other parts of the song are worded like the song is happening in real time. Willaims says this is 
because, “He starts out in the present tense (“Pistol shots ring out”), difficult and very effective, nicely worked into 
an opening that sounds like stage directions, not a film this time but a play unfolding in gloriously dramatic terms 
before your eyes/ears” (Willaims 49). 
2 Dylan did not do his research while writing the song because Patricia Valentine could not see the bartender and 
did not have any interaction with Bello. She later sued Dylan for defamation of character and namedropping her 
without her permission. (Margotin & Guesdon 437). The case was later dismissed because “of the crime in 
question she was a public figure, though only after Dylan had been obliged to give a sworn deposition justifying his 
version of the song” (Heylin 77). 
3 “The evidence was also hard to refute – at least it was as long Bello stuck to his story (he changed his testimony 
at least twice over the years): two witnesses, one highly distinctive car, two shells found in Carter’s car of the same 
caliber as the bullets used in the shooting (though not an exact fit), and no credible explanation for their 
whereabouts” (Heylin 75). 
4 Carter, by this point in his career, being one of the best middleweight boxers in America, had already established 
himself in the boxing world. In December of 1964 Carter fought the then champion, losing to him by ruling of 
points makes this line entirely true, at one time he could have been the champion of the world (Heylin 75). 
5 Although Bello did steal from the register, that was not his main intention, he initially went to the register to grab 
a coin to call the police but ended up taking $60 from it (Deal). 
6 “Dylan’s language implies that it was a casual drive, but prosecutors believe that after the shooting Carter 
rendezvoused with accomplices, dumped the guns at an apartment and was trying to get home when he was first 
stopped by the cops” (Deal). 
7 Although Carter “could-a been the champion of the world” at one point in his career, he was not the “number 
one contender for the middleweight crown” at this time. Carter’s career had been in a decline due to various fights 
at outside of the ring and a losing streak inside the ring, losing six and tying one out of thirteen (Heylin 75). 
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Had no idea what kinda shit was about to go down 
When a cop pulled him over to the side of the road8 
Just like the time before and the time before that9 
In Paterson that’s just the way things go 
If you’re black you might as well not show up on the street 
’Less you wanna draw the heat 
 
Alfred Bello had a partner and he had a rap for the cops 
Him and Arthur Dexter Bradley10 were just out prowlin’ around 
He said, “I saw two men runnin’ out, they looked like middleweights 
They jumped into a white car with out-of-state plates”11 
And Miss Patty Valentine just nodded her head 
Cop said, “Wait a minute, boys, this one’s not dead” 
So they took him to the infirmary 
And though this man could hardly see 
They told him that he could identify the guilty men12 
 
Four in the mornin’ and they haul Rubin in 
Take him to the hospital and they bring him upstairs 
The wounded man looks up through his one dyin’ eye 
Says, “Wha’d you bring him in here for? He ain’t the guy!” 
Yes, here’s the story of the Hurricane 
The man the authorities came to blame 
For somethin’ that he never done 
Put in a prison cell, but one time he could-a been 
The champion of the world 
 
Four months later, the ghettos are in flame 
Rubin’s in South America, fightin’ for his name13 
While Arthur Dexter Bradley’s still in the robbery game 
And the cops are puttin’ the screws to him, lookin’ for somebody to blame 
                                                     
8 Contradictory to the official police statement, Sgt. Theodore Capter recognized Carter in the car and decided to 
let him go because of his fame (Heylin 74), although later pulling him over because the description of the car 
perfeectaly matched Carter’s (Deal). 
9 Carter had many past run-ins with the police, he is quoted in his book saying, “I stood there watching the 
tortured expressions of pain wash over the one-eyed man’s face, and I felt a sharp pang of my own, but unlike his, 
mine came only with the memory of my past run-ins with the cops, of past incarcerations and hostilities” (Carter 
2). 
10 Arthur Dexter Bradley was accused by Dylan of robbing the bodies in the original song even though he was never 
at the murder scene, but after CBS heard the song, they made Dylan change some lyrics to avoid a lawsuit. Dylan 
didn’t just change the lyrics, he rewrote the entire song, calling for another recording date (Williams 437). 
11 The Polara that Carter was driving was not his go-to car, he owned a black Eldorado convertible with his name 
on the side of it but claims that the Polara was blocking the Eldorado, so he took the Polara which had a different 
state’s license plates (Heylin 74). 
12 The one-eyed man’s name is William Marins, and the cops should not have let him try to identify the murder 
since he was shot in the head earlier losing one of his eyes. He was later deemed unable to identify the man 
because of the injury (Heylin 74). 
13 Rubin was offered to fight Rocky Rivero in south America at the Club La Petite in August. Although back into 
fighting he was still treated as a criminal by the promoter who would not let him bring a sparring partner (Carter 
241). 
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“Remember that murder that happened in a bar?” 
“Remember you said you saw the getaway car?” 
“You think you’d like to play ball with the law?” 
“Think it might-a been that fighter that you saw runnin’ that night?” 
“Don’t forget that you are white” 
 
Arthur Dexter Bradley said, “I’m really not sure” 
Cops said, “A poor boy like you could use a break 
We got you for the motel job and we’re talkin’ to your friend Bello 
Now you don’t wanta have to go back to jail, be a nice fellow 
You’ll be doin’ society a favor 
That sonofabitch is brave and gettin’ braver 
We want to put his ass in stir 
We want to pin this triple murder on him 
He ain’t no Gentleman Jim”14 
 
Rubin could take a man out with just one punch 
But he never did like to talk about it all that much 
It’s my work, he’d say, and I do it for pay15 
And when it’s over I’d just as soon go on my way 
Up to some paradise 
Where the trout streams flow and the air is nice 
And ride a horse along a trail 
But then they took him to the jailhouse 
Where they try to turn a man into a mouse 
 
All of Rubin’s cards were marked in advance16 
The trial was a pig-circus, he never had a chance 
The judge made Rubin’s witnesses drunkards from the slums 
To the white folks who watched he was a revolutionary bum 
And to the black folks he was just a crazy nigger 
No one doubted that he pulled the trigger 
And though they could not produce the gun 
The D.A. said he was the one who did the deed 
And the all-white jury agreed17 
 
Rubin Carter was falsely tried 
The crime was murder “one,” guess who testified? 
Bello and Bradley and they both baldly lied18 
And the newspapers, they all went along for the ride 
                                                     
14 Gentleman Jim is a reference to a 1980’s boxer who was known for his manners inside and outside the ring. His 
full name was Jim “Gentleman” Corbett. (Song Facts) 
15 Rubin is being very modest here, but in reality, he loves his work and takes much pride in it. In his book he is 
quoted as saying, “I think I knocked more fighters out of the ring than any other prizefighter” (154). Like Florention 
Fernandez (154) and Emile Griffith (157) in the first round. 
16 The narrative that the police framed Carter has not been supported by any evidence in over 50 years and Carter 
never tried to sue the state for false imprisonment, showing that Dylan’s accusations hold little ground (Deal). 
17 The trial that took place in 1976 that convicted Carter had two African Americans on it (Deal). 
18 Dylan’s accusation that Bello and Bradley both lied is false seeing that the men had not seen each other in 
months and were held miles apart but still told the same story (Deal). 
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How can the life of such a man 
Be in the palm of some fool’s hand? 
To see him obviously framed 
Couldn’t help but make me feel ashamed to live in a land 
Where justice is a game 
 
Now all the criminals in their coats and their ties 
Are free to drink martinis and watch the sun rise 
While Rubin sits like Buddha in a ten-foot cell 
An innocent man in a living hell 
That’s the story of the Hurricane 
But it won’t be over till they clear his name 
And give him back the time he’s done 
Put in a prison cell, but one time he could-a been 
The champion of the world 
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entry of “Hurricane” added another layer to the story for me by not only correcting the false 
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lyrics to the song, and the eventually lawsuit that came from Patty Valentine (77). Heylin was a 
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also butcher the truth in a case that already is clouded with misinformation. The false statements 
range from getting people’s motive at the scene of the crime wrong, like saying Bello went to the 
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Philippe Margotin and Jean-Michel Guesdon’s book entitled Bob Dylan – All the Songs: the 
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information like the contributors of the song, the musicians in the song, genesis and lyrics, 
production, song length, important dates, and pictures with text explaining their background. 
Although there is only two pages for each album and two pages for each song, there is much 
information that serves as a great jumping off point for research on the song. Margotin’s book 
also has great quotes that show Dylan’s perspective at the time, “The first time I saw [Carter], I 
left knowing one thing … I realized that that man’s philosophy and my philosophy were running 
down the same road, and you don’t meet too many people like that.”(436). Margotin and 
Guesdon’s book offers a ton of information that will help any Dylan fan learn more about the 
music they love. 
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did on the billboard charts. Margotin and Guesdon give some very interesting factoids as well, 
like the song is the “first one on the album, but the last to be recorded” or that is was “first 
performed on October 30th, 1975” (437).  Another great thing about this source is that it tells you 
what instruments are included in the song and also the people playing those instruments. I liked 
this very much because I got to learn who sings the harmony vocals, Ronee Blakely, and it was 
very interesting to see that the person playing the violin was one of my favorite characters in the 
Martin Scorsese mockumentary Rolling Thunder Review: A Bob Dylan Story by Martin 
Scorsese, Scarlet Rivera. This was overall a great source to included and I would not be surprised 
if I find myself going back to that book to learn more.   
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Willaims, Paul. Bob Dylan. Performing Artist: 1974-1986: The Middle Years. Omnibus Press,  
2004. 
 
Paul Williams not only discusses how Dylan came up with the idea for the song, but in his book 
Bob Dylan- All the Songs: the Story behind Every Track, Williams discusses the performance 
behind the song. He also gives his opinion on the song, and especially for “Hurricane” he holds 
Dylan’s songs in high regard. He says, “Only two songs on Desire have good enough stories to 
say that they pull greatness out of Dylan” (45). Willaims believes that Dylan reverts to his old 
ways of protest songs to create this song that is so great that he makes an effort to point out that 
“Hurricane” is “a generally underrated work. It is as much a cornerstone of Dylan’s oeuvre as 
“Desolation Row” or “Gates of Eden” … as well-executed and vital a statement as anything he 
has undertaken, and as rewarding to hear and experience” (48). The information gained from this 
source helped me to get an understanding of the way Dylan recorded the song, for example that 
he recorded it over eleven times to get the right take (48). Williams’ book has a lot of very 
valuable information and great opinions on this even greater song. 
 
I found that Paul Williams second volume on the preforming side of Dylan’s songs is a treasure 
trove of good information, especially while writing this paper. At first, I did not think that this 
was going to be a great source because it seemed to be very biased. Like many of the writers of 
books of Bob Dylan, they are very big Bob Dylan fans, so it is very easy for them to let bias slip 
through. Bias did slip through the cracks of this book, but I feel like it was very well-thought out 
and deserving. At multiple points in the pages on “Hurricane,” Williams interjects his opinion, 
saying things from this being a cornerstone of Dylan’s work to that the music created during this 
period in time of Dylan’s career is some of the best he has ever created. Williams offered not 
only his opinions on the music, but also offers some great information that I was not able to find 
anywhere else. I would definitely recommend this source to anyone who is a similar situation as 
me writing a paper or anyone who is just trying to learn more about Dylan’s music. 
